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Abstract 
The article aims at enhancing the value of the cognitive psychology’s and the cognitive-behavioural paradigm’s assumptions in 
work-family interface studies, reviewing the research directions regarding the role of the cognitive variables and underlining new 
possible approaches that can lead to a better understanding of the necessary strategies in the multiple roles management. These 
new approaches focus on the role of individual factors, namely cognitive variables, such as cognitions or cognitive appraisals. 
The ABC cognitive model or the appraisal theory could serve as theoretical frameworks in studying the mechanisms through 
which different work, family and individual factors influence individuals’ experiences as family members and employees and 
their well-being. Theoretical and practical implications of studying these variables are discussed. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Work-family relations represent a dynamic area of research, reaching a significant development in the last 
decades (Rothbard & Dumas, 2006), with many empirical studies analysing this theme from different perspectives, 
such as organizational psychology, family psychology, and occupational health psychology. The complex and multi-
dimensional relationships between work and family domains require an interdisciplinary approach (Heraty, Morley, 
& Cleveland, 2008) and the increasing importance attributed to this area of research comes from the need to achieve 
a balance between the work and family demands as important social changes have emerged during the last decades: 
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the increasing number of dual-earner and dual-career couples, changes in the traditional gender roles and 
employees’ values, with a higher emphasis on reaching work-family balance. Taking into account the results of the 
studies, we focus on outlining the importance of applying the assumptions of the cognitive-behavioural paradigm in 
the future study of the work-family interface.  
2. Research directions in work-family interface: the role of cognitive appraisals 
 
Work-family conflict is the central concept in work-family studies and several theoretical models have been 
proposed. Most of these models encompass three essential components: (1) work/family predictors/antecedents; (2) 
consequences/effects in the work and family domains; (3) work-family conflict as a mediating variable (Michel, 
Mitchelson, Kotrba, LeBreton, & Baltes, 2009). Research in work-family interface included a variety of variables, 
neglecting somehow individuals’ cognitive reactions (Poposki, 2011). There are two cognitive variables that have 
been studied with a higher frequency in work-family interface research: coping strategies and self-efficacy. As for 
cognitions, their role seems to be overlooked. However, organizational researchers attach an increasing attention to 
the role of cognitions at individual and organizational level (Hayes & Allinson, 1998). Although studies analysing 
the effects of work-family conflict emphasized its negative aspects, like low levels of job satisfaction (e.g. Dorio, 
Bryant, & Allen, 2008), general psychological strain (e.g. Grzywacz & Marks, 2000) or high levels of stress (e.g. 
Kelloway, Gottlieb, & Barham, 1999), according to the transactional model of stress, a situation does not determine 
stress by itself, but through the agency of personal perceptions (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). For example, two 
persons with similar demographic characteristics, who experience comparable levels of work-family conflict, can be 
differently affected, depending on the cognitive style or the way of perceiving, processing and organizing 
information (Hayes & Allinson, 1998).   
A first study which pointed out the role of the cognitive variables in work-family interactions belongs to Janasz 
and Behson (2007) and is based on the premise that people differ in how they process and perform the work and 
family roles and that some cognitive characteristics can improve the effects of work-family conflict. The authors 
examined the tolerance for uncertainty and the cognitive complexity as mediators in the relationship between work-
family conflict and job satisfaction/organizational commitment, suggesting that some people have certain abilities 
that are necessary in processing and managing work-family conflict. Thus, their level of satisfaction and 
engagement in conflict situations is higher, compared to those with low cognitive capacity.    
Also, Moen, Kelly, and Huang (2008) found different components of people’s cognitive appraisals of fit between 
demands and resources in work-family interactions and argued that cognitive appraisals of fit include evaluations of 
work-family relations, causal attributions regarding the direction of the influence (work-family and family-work) 
and anticipations of future conditions. The authors rely on the idea that changes in objective demands/resources in 
work and family life lead to modifications of the cognitive evaluations of fit and these evaluations are mediating 
factors between objective work-family conditions and individuals’ health, well-being and adaptive strategies (Moen 
et al., 2008). 
A new perspective in work-family interface research is brought by an experimental study of Steenbergen et al. 
(2008), who analysed people’s cognitive appraisals related to the integration of work and family roles. The authors 
manipulated the content of the message participants received, consisting of the limited resources perspective or the 
expansion perspective regarding the integration of the two roles. The results show that information associated with 
the limited resources perspective activated a threat appraisal, while the expansion perspective information activated 
a challenge appraisal. Steenbergen et al. (2008) point out the noteworthy role of the cognitive processes in work-
family interactions, as well as the possibility to influence these appraisals. Another recent study by Poposki (2011), 
which addresses cognitive processes in work-family interactions, analysed attributions related to work-family 
conflict. Results show that external attributions are more frequent than internal attributions and that the professional 
role is perceived to a greater extent as being responsible for the conflict compared to the family role.  
 
3. Cognitive psychology, cognitive-behaviour paradigm and work-family interface 
 
The cognitive theory underlines the role of cognitions within the relationship between emotions and behaviours 
(Alford & Beck, 2011). Cognition is a core concept within the cognitive-behavioural paradigm, representing 
processes of identification and prediction of the complex relationships between events and emotional, behavioural 
and cognitive consequences (Szentagotai & Jones, 2010). The relationships between cognitions (rational and 
irrational) and adaptive reactions to stress and well-being has been addressed in several studies (Caserta, Dowd, 
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David, & Ellis, 2010).     
Relying on these premises and the results of these studies, as well as on the theoretical background on work-
family interface and the mentioned studies that took into consideration the role of the cognitive appraisals in work-
family relationships, we propose that two theoretical models can serve as frameworks in studying work-family 
conflict cognitions and the relationship between work-family interactions and well-being variables through the 
mediating role of rational/irrational cognitions: the ABC cognitive model (Ellis, 1994; Beck, 1976) and the appraisal 
theory (Lazarus, 1991; Smith & Lazarus, 1993). Steenbergen et al. (2008) argue that the appraisal theory can serve 
as framework for studying the mechanisms through which work-family conflict cognitions influence individuals’ 
experiences in the two life roles. The way people cognitively build work-family relations becomes important: 
different cognitions and emotions are generated, depending on the how the interaction of the two roles is appraised 
(Steenbergen et al., 2008).  
We suggest that in work-family interface, cognitions related to conflict or facilitation can be analysed on the 
information processing level, identifying rational and irrational beliefs about the relationship between the two 
domains. The ABC cognitive model, initiated by Ellis (1994) and developed by Beck (1976), sets a framework for 
defining and understanding rational and irrational cognitions (beliefs). According to this model, people experience 
undesirable activating events (A), about which they hold rational and irrational cognitions (B), which, in turn, 
determine cognitive, emotional and behavioural consequences (C) (Ellis, David, & Lynn, 2010). Rational and 
irrational beliefs are considered to be “hot cognitions” and they have an evaluative function. While “cold 
cognitions” refer to the way people develop representations of relevant situations (Lazarus & Smith, 1988), “hot 
cognitions” are cognitive appraisals and they mediate the effect of “cold cognitions” on emotions (David, Ghinea, 
Macavei, & Kallay, 2005). On the other hand, the appraisal theory is very well empirically supported for 
understanding complex subjective/emotional modifications. The “cognitive appraisal” is the central concept of this 
model and it is a mediator between the situation/the event and the person’s reaction/behaviour (Folkman & Lazarus, 
1988). Both models point out the role of the irrationality within the relationship between events and consequences.      
As shown, in work-family research, there are studies that analysed the role of some cognitive characteristics, the 
possibility to influence the way of perceiving work-family relations and the cognitive appraisals regarding the 
balance between demands and resources. To our knowledge, work-family interface research hasn’t considered the 
potential role of different cognitions concerning work-family conflict, from the irrationality/rationality perspective.    
We consider that the theoretical framework of the cognitive-behavioural paradigm can be used in work-family 
interface research, as the ABC model is not just a clinical theory, but also a general model of human functioning. 
According to this model, irrational beliefs are causal mechanisms in psychopathology, while rational beliefs 
represent important mechanisms in health promotion (David, Freeman, & DiGiuseppe, 2010). The model can be 
used in studying the relationship between work-family conflict/facilitation and well-being indicators. Work-family 
conflict, as an activating event (A), can generate evaluative cognitive structures/rational and irrational cognitions 
related to work-family conflict (B), which influence well-being variables (C), such as work and family satisfaction. 
Irrational cognitions related to work-family conflict can be defined as dysfunctional aspects of people’s beliefs in 
situations in which workload and professional demands affect or reduce the time spent in family activities, when 
strain from work is maintained in the family, as well as when behaviours associated with work efficacy are not 
desirable in family context. Similarly, family-work conflict irrational cognitions would refer to dysfunctional beliefs 
associated with the fact that certain family tasks affect the time spent in work activities or that different family 
issues determine irritation or stress at work. Rational cognitions related to work-family/family-work conflict involve 
functional, adaptive assertions concerning time-based, strain-based and behaviour-based conflict between the two 
domains. In order to identify such beliefs, instruments designed to assess rational and irrational beliefs related to 
work-family conflict can include the four categories of beliefs as conceptualized by the recent developments of the 
cognitive-behaviour paradigm (DiGiuseppe, 1996): a) demandingness (“must”), reflecting unrealistic and 
absolutistic expectations regarding the relationship between the two roles; b) awfulizing/catastrophizing, 
characterized by appraising a work-family conflict situation as being the worst thing that could happen; c) global 
evaluation/self-downing, the tendency to make global assessments of the self, others and life in general, self-
downing being one of the irrational beliefs that is most associated with emotional disturbance and negative 
affectivity; d) frustration intolerance, involving beliefs according to which a person could not stand the effects of 
work-family conflict. The rational alternatives of these beliefs are: preferences, anti-catastrophizing, unconditional 
self/other acceptance and high frustration tolerance. (DiGiuseppe, 1996).  
Future studies in work-family interface can also compare men and women’s rational and irrational beliefs related 
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to the conflict between the two domains, as these comparisons can explain some gender differences in perceiving 
and managing work and family demands and resources. Also, another research direction can be represented by 
dyadic analyses, in which researchers can see, within the couple, how a partner’s categories of rational and irrational 
work-family conflict cognitions correlate with the other partner’s beliefs and influence relationship satisfaction, 
dyadic coping and management strategies.  
Applying the ABC cognitive model in work-family research could explain previous results found in work, 
family and general life satisfaction levels, as people with high levels of irrational cognitions react at stressful events 
with dysfunctional emotions which lead to a maladaptive functioning, while those with low levels of irrational 
beliefs usually have adaptive reactions associated with functional emotions. When the irrationality level is low and 
the person holds rational cognitions, he/she will perceive daily stress less intensively, compared to a person with 
high levels of irrational beliefs. Rational beliefs have thus a protective function in stressful situations, preventing or 
reducing dysfunctional emotions and behaviours (Caserta et al., 2010). Taking these observations into account, 
people with irrational cognitions about work-family conflict might be affected to a greater extent by the conflicting 
work and family demands, influencing their well-being.  
 
4. Conclusions 
 
During the last three decades, research in work-family interface has expanded (Greenhaus, 2008) and new 
theoretical models about the positive side of work-family interactions have been advanced and tested (Byron, 2005). 
Studies have also begun to consider the role of personality, as well as other individual variables as antecedents and 
moderators within the tested models. The cognitive variables have only recently been addressed, coping and self-
efficacy being included in some theoretical models.  
Taking into account the adaptive role of rational beliefs in stressful situations and the fact that the cognitions 
system influence individuals’ well-being (Caserta et al., 2010), future studies can analyse the relationship between 
cognitions and work-family interactions or the cognitions as mediating variables in the work-family 
conflict/facilitation – well-being indicators relationship, according to the ABC cognitive model, on the individual, as 
well as the dyadic level.  
The theoretical implications of studying people’s cognitions in work-family conflict situations reside in gaining 
new important insights in explaining the effects of the work-family interactions, as well as in suggesting possible 
management strategies, consisting of reducing conflict levels and increasing the positive transfer between the two 
domains. The practical implications concern both the individual and the organizations. Work-family conflict, in its 
different forms (time-based, strain-based and behaviour-based) is nowadays one of the main sources of stress 
employees must cope with. In accordance with the need to manage this issue, organizations can implement family-
friendly policies, but they can also promote individual responsibility and personal control through training programs. 
Such programs could help employees identify their dysfunctional cognitions related to work-family relations and 
become aware of the emotions and behaviours they determine, in order to modify such beliefs and thus efficiently 
manage the stress generated by the conflicting demands associated with the professional work and the family life, 
promoting occupational and individual health and well-being.  
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